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rences are shared, the online survey participants 
saw many social networking sites overlapping with 
online communities. What mattered in defining an 
“online community” wasn’t necessarily all that is 
possible through the community but all that you did 
with the community. Based on that designation, we 
offer the definition of an online community as a 
space for online communication which may offer 
but is not limited to: educational semi-
nars/webinars, discussions on discussion fo-
rums/blogs, and/or lists of links to resources for 
information professionals.  
 
With this general definition in mind, the number of 
online communities available to information profes-
sionals is overwhelming. A few examples include:
 
 
What’s it Called? What is It? What’s an Example? 
Nings A platform for creating social 
communities; Includes video 
sharing, “Pages” for members, 





Groups Generally only one of many of-










Virtual Worlds A program that allows users to 
interact with other individuals 
in “Avatar” form. 
Second Life 
E-mail lists (commonly called 
“Listservs”) 
Automated e-mail lists that are 
related to a web community or 
exist on their own as a way to e-
mail groups of users who sub-
scribe.  
http://lists.ala.org/sympa 
Other Websites and Blogs Pages sponsored by companies, 
campaigns, conferences that 
offer information and discus-






   
The next logical question is what solutions could 
these online communities that we’ve listed offer to 
colleagues in library environments? In our research 
we uncovered two ways that online community par-
ticipation benefits library professionals: offering an 
outside perspective solutions and saving time. 
  
Based on the American Library Association figures 
offered earlier, no librarian or library staff member 
should ever feel that they are facing a library issue 
that is singular to their facility. With so many  
different types of libraries and so many different in-
dividuals filling similar positions, it is a shame to ig-
nore the very relevant outside perspective that 
online communities place at your fingertips. By simp-
ly reading the discussions that others are having you 
may uncover situations similar to yours that are al-
ready being shared. Furthermore, posting your own 
questions with your specific details can lead to a dis-
cussion that extends beyond the vacuum that is your 
institution and into the library field as a whole,  
allowing for a bias-free conversation exploring the 
numerous sides of your problem. 
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Being a long standing subscriber to an e-mail list, 
we’ve often times had the experience of hearing 
the same or similar conversations repeating them-
selves with the convenient answer being a link to 
the archives where a problem has already been 
solved. Going back to refer to this conversation that 
has already happened means that a librarian does 
not have to spend the time thinking through a prob-
lem that has already been solved. How many times 
have you been faced with a weeding project and 
had the sneaking suspicion that you are not the first 
one to have a similar task at hand? How often have 
you been charged with teaching a one-shot session 
about source evaluation and had to take time creat-
ing a PowerPoint or planning as method of assess-
ment? How often do you think fellow instruction 
librarians have already gone through this process? 
  
Since the plethora of online community options 
makes a lack of relevant outlets an improbable ex-
cuse, we were interested in why colleagues still 
didn’t take advantage of all that was out there wait-
ing for them. We found that the most commonly 
expressed concern was time. It hardly seems neces-
sary to acknowledge but may be beneficial to ex-
press the common sentiment that there will never 
be enough time in the day for all the tasks required 
of a library professional. From desires to somehow 
create extra hours in the day to a plea for more 
clerical help so that twelve plus hours would be 
enough for juggling daily task and online communi-
cation, time as a major hurdle to using online com-
munities was the most commonly offered senti-
ment in our online survey question of what changes 
would be required for colleagues’ to become more 
active participants in online communities.  
  
If you’re waiting with bated breath for the magical 
way to actually add to the length of the day, this 
may not be the advice you are looking for. Howev-
er, we’d like to offer a way to keep up with what’s 
going on in online communities without committing 
to poring through pages and pages of e-mail 
threads or discussion forum posts: subscribing in 
the way that is most convenient for your infor-
mation need. As of right now, there are numerous 
ways to subscribe to information updates from var-
ious communities including signing up for e-
newsletters, subscribing to an RSS feed or skipping 
the physical forums all together and joining e-mail 
lists that bring information right to your inbox.  
 
By no means do we claim to be experts in online 
community participation but, considering our per-
sonal experiences with online communities and our 
interest in them as resources for professional ad-
vancement, we feel capable of starting the conver-
sation that will address why more colleagues do not 
make use of these free tools that are available to 
them. In fact, two main concerns that were brought 
up during our online survey were privacy and ease-
of-use and, while concrete answers are discouraged 
because of the ever-changing nature of our digital 
library world, continued discourse and the open-
ness to ask questions will help everyone reach a 
level of comfort with using online communities.  
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